B. 4th Sunday of Advent #1                                                                            2Sam7: 1-5, 8b-12, 14a, 16

Background

The previous chapter, ch 6, described David’s first steps in making Jerusalem his religious capital. The city had already become his political capital when he defeated the Jebusites and moved from Hebron, his capital for seven years, to Jerusalem. His first step was to bring the Ark of the Covenant, a box housing what was believed to be the original two tablets of the Sinai covenant on which were written the Ten Commandments. The Ark of the Covenant was both a national symbol (of its founding) and the visible sign of God’s presence, and so, a sacrament. God’s presence was now thought to be located in the very center of the nation, Jerusalem.

In ch 7 we are told of David’s decision, approved by the prophet Nathan, and so by God, to build a permanent structure, a temple, to house the Ark. Until construction was completed it would remain housed in a tent, a movable structure, as it had previously been. It had accompanied the people through the desert and would be set down and put in a tent whenever and wherever they stopped to camp. David considered this no longer acceptable, now that the people had settled down in their own land and their enemies had been either conquered or made peaceful through treaties. David would not, in fact, see the temple built. That would be left to Solomon. More importantly, God uses David’s praiseworthy decision to announce a decision of his own. God would build David a house, a dynasty which would last forever. This prophecy (of Nathan) is the basis of the expectation that a son of David would become the Messiah, a hope that would pervade and permeate subsequent OT prophecies.

Text

vv. 1-2: “Here I am living in a house of cedar, while the ark of God dwells in a tent!”: David exhibits a sense of proportionality. He feels it inconsistent that he should have finer digs than God’s ark. Now that his battles are over and he has the time to think into the future, he sees the need to make visible, symbolically, the permanence of God’s presence now that he and his people have a permanent home.

v. 3 the Lord is with you: The prophet Nathan, appearing here for the first time, assures David that God will approve of his plans. The expression “the Lord is with you” will be used many times in the OT to signify divine presence and approval. It will also appear in the NT, especially when the angel announces to Mary that she is to be the mother of that long-expected son of David who will be their savior.

v.5 Should you build me a house to live in?: Laudable as David’s plans are, God has bigger plans.

v. 6 I led the Israelites out of Egypt: (Not in the liturgical text) Just as 1Sam8 registered God’s objections to the people’s demand for a human king over Israel so that they could be like the other nations, but God let it happen anyway, so this and the next several verses register God’s objection to a humanly erected building to try to restrict his presence to one physical place. God will let the building be erected anyway, but not before a salutary warning regarding its inherent limitations. The subsequent history of the kings and the nation will prove God right. So will the subsequent history of the priests and the Temple. God reviews for David through the prophet his experience with his people beginning with the Exodus from Egypt. He needed no house then to reveal his presence and power. He went with his people wherever they went.

v. 7 did I ever utter a word to any one of the judges: God continues his review of history. The judges preceded the kings as leaders of the people. Never once did God express a need for a humanly made house for himself.

vv. 8b-11a: It was I: God reminds David that he became what he became by God’s doing, not his own. God called him when he was a shepherd to shepherd his people. God made him victorious over his enemies. God established the peace that makes Israel prosperous and secure.

v. 11b he will establish a house for you: This is the crux of the revelation. There is a play on the Hebrew word for “house” (bayit). It means “house” in the residential sense. It also means house in the religious sense, Temple. Finally, it means “house” in the political sense, a dynasty (like the English “House of Windsor”). David might be able to build a religious “house” for God, but only God can build an eternal “house” for David.

v. 12 I will raise up your heir after you…make his kingdom firm: It will soon become clear that God is not talking about David’s natural son, Solomon, his immediate successor.

v. 13 It is he who shall build a house for my name: (Not in the liturgical text) In fact, Solomon would actually build the Temple in Jerusalem, but he is not the subject of this sentence, nor is the temple/house the object.

I will make his royal throne firm forever: “Forever” (Hb `olam) can mean “a very long time.” In fact, the Davidic dynasty did last for four hundred years. When the Babylonians took the reigning Judean king into exile, this spelled the end of the dynasty for all intents and purposes. No son of David ever sat on that throne again. The Davidic line, however, continued. (2Kgs25: 27-30 records that the exiled king was released from prison. He was not killed.) There were by now many “children” of David among the general population. Thus, the hope of a new David did not die when the last of the kings died.

v. 14a I will be a father to him and he will be a son to me: More than David being the heir’s father, God will be so. More than the heir being David’s son, will he be God’s first.

vv. 14b-15: (Not in the liturgical text) David’s historical successors will go on to sin. Solomon would be the first sinner of a long line of sinners. In Saul’s case, David’s predecessor, God withdrew his support and favor from him because of his sin. God promises not to do that in the case of David’s successors. It is more important that the promise be kept than that those who are unfaithful to the covenant be killed off. They will be punished. (More correctly, they will not be excused from the consequences of their behavior.) But they will not be removed.

v. 16 Your house and your kingdom shall endure forever before me: It becomes clear that “forever” means “eternal.” What might seem like a “long time” to humans, the Davidic dynasty did last for over four hundred years, is but a short time to God. God defines the terms of this covenant with David. No amount of human sin or unfaithfulness, royal or otherwise, will end it. God will deliver on his word. For Christians, Jesus Christ is that word in the flesh.

Reflection

We must always be careful not to try to confine God’s presence to a box, even a big box. A church building is still a box. A cathedral is a box. St. Peter’s Basilica is a box. God is there in those places because he is everywhere, not because those places contain him. These buildings, these boxes, are there because humans need them to contain or house themselves, not because God needs them. As far as humans are concerned they are local points, places to go to, to assemble, to pray, praise and worship God. We are embodied spirits and we experience life always in a particular place. True, we may fantasize and experience life “virtually,” a life of our own making and dreaming. But real life, real earth-bound life, takes place in a place.

Church buildings, temples, cathedrals, basilicas, fulfill their purpose when they are also focal points of the divine presence. When we focus, we clarify our vision. When we focus, we concentrate on a point in order to see the entire vista in perspective. Thus, church buildings are meant to teach us what it feels like to focus on the divine presence. They are not meant to limit that presence to the confines of the walls, but to allow us to expand our consciousness because we have focused.

We need to heed the warning from God through Nathan to David and not mistake the symbol for the reality. The symbol should open us up to, not close us off from, the divine presence. God goes on to clarify what he (not humans) means by “house.” He tells us that a human will “house” him. First, this will be Jesus. Then, it will be anyone who has Jesus’ spirit within him/her. This “house of God” will be a mobile one, like the OT traveling tent. It will not be stationary, static, full of stale air and hollow echo, like many “churches.”

Many folks flock to churches during special seasons and times of celebration and most hope they might feel God’s presence. They may experience a slight but temporary lift at the time, but the feeling fades into remote memory quite quickly. This is not real religion, no matter how pretty it looks or uplifting it feels. Real religion is a “forever” thing. It begins with a commitment from God and continues with a response, a commitment, from humans. Sin may intervene and cause the human person to have a falling out with God, but God promises never to give up. Because that one side of the treaty, pact, deal, covenant, promise is always in tact, there is hope for the other side, the human side of the equation. That side can always repent from sin, even if it cannot always be faithful to love.

History went on to show how the Jewish people twisted the marvelous promise into a god of their own making. Thus they missed the savior when in fact he came, because by then they were looking for a different savior than they one God promised. He was a savior of their own making, a dream, a fantasy. That colossal mistake, cosmic mistake really, is recorded for us so that we do make the same one. If we use it to bash Jews, we are making the same mistake they did. That’s not the purpose of the New Testament. If we do not learn from their mistakes we will repeat them. If we bash Jews for not accepting the Messiah, we are repeating their mistake and anything we say of them becomes true of us. We condemn ourselves as they did. They erred because they were human, like us. One does not have to be Jewish or any other nationality to sin, to be (colossally) wrong. Make that mistake and you are colossally wrong. Just because they were the chosen people and had the promises did not inoculate them from error. The same is true of Christians or any other group.

Our plans and dreams (like David’s) may sound and seem noble, but they are like a “house of cards” next to God’s dreams for us. One false move and it all caves in.

Key Notions

1. Awareness of God’s presence makes us also aware of discrepancies, inconsistencies and injustices on earth.

2. We can never outdo God in generosity, love or mercy.

3. God cannot be confined to any one place or time.

4. God’s word, though given in time, lasts for all time and beyond.

Food For Thought

1. Awareness: So long as David was preoccupied with war and the affairs of state he did not realize the discrepancy between his own dwelling and that of the Ark, God’s sacramental dwelling. He had built himself and fine house of cedar, but only after he had time to reflect on his situation in the light of God’s word/presence did he become aware of the real situation. While activity is unavoidable and necessary, it can also blind us to reality. Like David we can be so caught up in the hustle and bustle of life that we don’t sit still (“When King David was settled in his palace…”) and reflect. Reflection causes us to make resolutions, restitutions for harm done, reform our lives, including our schedules, and reconciliation with others. We want to do things right and make things right. However, reflection goes further. It allows us to see the bigger picture and not only do things right, but do the right things. It lets us see what is more valuable and prioritize. Reflection is also a form of dreaming while we are awake. Reflection is not a luxury; it is a necessity, if we are to be fully human.

2. Good Intentions: David had good intentions. He wanted to build God a house. Now, David was not stupid. He knew he could not confine God to a building. He just wanted to provide an environment for Israel’s most cherished symbol of God and an environment for him and his people to worship God and bond together as a people. His intentions were good, but like all of us when we have a good idea, he (we) didn’t want to listen to any criticisms or caveats. God was not so much criticizing his good intentions or even the building of a temple, but he was warning David (and us) that there was downside to his plan. Maybe not right away, but eventually people would become stupid and equate the symbol of God’s presence with the reality and confine God and therefore religion to only a certain time and place. They would live the rest of their lives outside of the temple/church and outside of God. The temple or church can become a fetish or an idol, a shrine to human accomplishment and divine diminishment. As the saying goes: hell is paved with good intentions.

3. Teachable Moments: God used the occasion as an opportunity to teach David that God would see his bid and raise him a hundredfold. He would build him a “house,” an eternal one, by “housing” himself first in his son, both David’s son and God’s son, one and the same son, and then through that son, in the beings of all those that son begets. This was more than a teachable moment; it was a momentous moment. It would change world history forever. The Temple David’s son, Solomon, built would become one of the wonders of the world, but one day crumble. The Temple God’s son, Jesus, would “build,” namely, the church, has become THE wonder of the world. It has not only lasted for two millennia, it has grown and thrives, despite all the ravages of sin, even the sins of its “living stones,” it s members.

4. Family: “Be it ever so humble there is no place like home.” The “humble” part of this famous and oft-repeated quote refers to the house, the outer shell in which families dwell. Yet, everyone knows that a home is about people.  Because we are people we need a dwelling in which to congregate, encircle, entwine and share our lives (one of the worst parts of being homeless and yet even homeless people tend to band together in one place, “be it ever so humble”). So, it is the household more than the house that matters. We need to be careful that we are not so busy making a living (to afford the house) that we neglect to make a life, a home, a family, a legacy.
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